The Safety Catch
"I frequented theatres a good deal at one time, but I never heard a
voice with the natural quality of yours. You read beautifully/'
"You," said Jeremiah with his eyes, to the Major, "remark on
the text. I on the reader. I think that point goes to me."
"Does it?" said the Major's moustache. "You know nothing of
strategy. Have this one with me."
He leaned forward towards his Old Pal. "And without spectacles,
too," he cried. "That's what I think we've got to congratulate you
on most Ah, they don't make men of the same stuff now."
He beamed at Old Mr. Drumme as if the old gentleman were his
Joy and Treasure, and at Jeremiah as if he were the centre-forward
of the Tooting Rovers. Jeremiah looked down at his toes, but his
bald crown said truculently, "You wait. You just wait."
Mr. Drumme raised his hand for silence again. "Only a morsel
more," he said. "Your feast is nearly over." He continued reading
from the book. Sonorous Latin rolled from his aged lips, the
delicious sounds heard in the classrooms of Eton seventy years
before, unintelligible maybe to Romans of the Augustan Age, but
as recognizable as a school tie to English gentlemen of Mr.
Drumme's generation.
" 'Si, Mimnermus uti censet, sine amore jocisque
Nil est jucundum, vivas in amore jocisque/ "
This was hardly playing the game. The competitors felt a little
uneasy. But once an Englishman, always an Englishman. The Major
practically bowed to Young Jeremiah and presented him with the
opening. Young Jeremiah gave a rumbling cough and passed the
compliment back to the Major. Bowing again, the soldier rushed in.
"By Gad," he said, smiling nostalgically, "that takes me back
forty years or so/'
"Indeed?" said Mr. Drumme with interest.
"Yes. Yes," said the Major, twirling uneasily.
"Where to?" asked Jeremiah, as if forty years were an electric train.
The Major stared. "School, old boy. School, of course. Greatdays."
"Oh," said Jeremiah, "I thought you meant Spion Kop."
At this little jest, uncle and nephew smiled secretly at one another,
and Major Chuckes felt that his feet were on an inclined plane. Old
68     -